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The assistant head of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, Adm. William Owens, announced during a recent
visit to Honduras that the US military presence in that country will be reduced to 500 troops by next
year. According to Adm. Owens, the reduction in troops and equipment reflects President Clinton's
foreign policy aims of limiting US military presence worldwide as a result of the end of the Cold
War.
The US government began to build up its military presence in Honduras during the early 1980s,
through a series of extensive joint maneuvers with the Honduran armed forces, not long after
Nicaraguan dictator Anastasio Somoza was overthrown by the Sandinistas in July 1979. The
principal US base in Palmerola, 80 km. northwest of the capital city of Tegucigalpa, was designed to
handle the most sophisticated aircraft, while smaller landing strips were strategically constructed
along the borders of Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua, armed with high-tech radar equipment
that could monitor air traffic in and out of these countries. Parallel to the joint war games, the US,
with the explicit approval of the Honduran government, helped arm and train the Nicaraguan
contras in their battle to oust the Sandinistas.
During the 1980s, US military aid to Honduras amounted to approximately US$500 million, making
the Honduran armed forces one of the best equipped in Central America. However, with the end
of the Cold War at the beginning of the 1990s, the US government began to drastically reduce aid
to Honduras. By fiscal year 1994, US military aid was reduced to just US$500,000. Most recently,
following a meeting with Honduran President Carlos Roberto Reina on Nov. 21, Adm. Owens stated
that the US would withdraw 700 troops from Honduras by next year, but hoped to maintain the
remaining 500-troop contingent in the country indefinitely. In terms of future US military plans for
the country, Owens said that there was "no possibility whatever that the US Southern Command
would move from Panama to Honduras."
Owens said that the Southern Command was preparing to leave Panama when that country takes
over the operation and administration of the Panama Canal at the end of the century, but he would
not say where it would go. Owens also ruled out the possibility that the Palmerola base would be
converted into a regional center for anti-drug trafficking operations. President Reina has said that
he considers continued US presence vital to help combat drug trafficking in the area, and many
political observers expect him to lobby for Palmerola to become a regional control center for antinarcotics operations
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